I'm such an outsider. It was a huge learning curve. I think for Kevin too, in the sense that I don't believe that he's ever written a play before. But it was a really healthy collaboration. I think we taught each other a lot. Kevin's so good at storytelling. The song is never just there to dazzle. I would, for instance, just write him a bunch of stuff. I wrote stuff, journal writing in the first person of the character, which was just my way in. It was unperformable and wouldn't even pass for a first draft of a monologue, but Kevin was expert at pulling a line, a phrase, or an image from that and identifying it as the root of the song.
What inner truth is it revealing about a character's inner conflict if it is a solo, or the conflict in the context of a relationship if it is a duet?
For example, I was thinking about the mom in our musical, who has just suffered the death of her husband. What does her grief look like? At one point in the journal writing, the mother talks about laundry, about not wanting to wash her husband's clothes, and about holding his clothes close to her face to breathe in his scent-little details like that. Kevin ended up writing a lyric that is all about laundry, as a way of getting inside her grief. So, he's really really good at taking the meandering offerings I give him, being really true to what resonates with him-to the first thing that makes his heart go ping-and then turning it into lyrics . . . that rhyme, which is also remarkable.
As part of that process, sometimes Kevin would ask, what is the sound world of the piece? What does the mom's grief sound like? He'd record me little snippets of piano, and it was just about finding a feeling. It was maybe even pre-composing, on the road to composing.
When we ultimately reached the stage of sharing it with an audience, we were really excited with what we had created. Knowing we would be sharing it with an audience, which is the best way at a certain phase in the development process to learn about your piece, was so valuable. To watch them listen, to observe them, to hear what is resonating, was hugely important. That, and the feedback over the nine months from Robert McQueen (Reframed's director) and the actors. Whether we agreed with it or not, or even ctr 171 summer 2017 T.P. Loblaw, Toronto, 1933 © 2017 Art Gallery of Ontario [whether we] knew how to solve the problem in that moment, it was so useful to hear where they were having trouble keying into something because of the writing.
In that sense, what Mitchell did was a gift. Commissioning artists to write a one-act, let alone a two-act musical can be overwhelming. It loses momentum as funding runs out because people are often working on so many projects at once, or you get stuck, demoralized, depleted, and lose faith in the idea. But saying "give me twenty-five minutes and we'll fund you for it"-that feels very manageable. Not to mention the internal workshop deadlines, having access to a director and actors, a musical director, and knowing there's going to be an orchestra at some point, not just a keyboard, and to have it all culminate in front of an audience. These resources create lifelines. We could have gone out for coffee endlessly and talked about our idea, working at a snail's pace, but Mitchell's structure really helped. It made it feel like we weren't climbing a mountain. With Reframed, we were really excited that it was going to be performed before the actual painting at the Art Gallery of Ontario, but I don't feel, at least for Kevin and I, that it informed the writing. We knew that it would be a one-off experience. It was just one step in the development of this piece; although, it made it very exciting, and the feeling in the room felt quite special and magical. We were in this profoundly beautiful space, and Mitchell joked in his preshow speech that it was the most expensive set that you could ever have, with all those paintings as a backdrop.
Kevin and I had a conversation about the future of this piece. Could it be created to be performed in a non-traditional setting, like in a science lab? At a funeral home? I think we're ultimately moving towards picturing it on a stage, like a YPT [Young People's Theatre]-type proscenium, where we can use the design to transform and move us through many spaces. Because that's the thing-you are where you are in site-specific work. If we bring them to a science lab, but we also need to go into the Peel home, and maybe Paulie's support group for grieving children, it just starts to feel like: why would we turn an actual science lab into something it's not, when a stage is so well set up to transform us through the spaces we need to tell the story? We haven't quite been able to justify or think of a non-traditional space that would actually help tell the story better, and help invite the audience to feel a bit more connected to the work.
With something like Brantwood, though, a number of other things are going on. We built the show to be performed in a school in Oakville that was actually called Brantwood. It was originally a century-old elementary school that we turned into a fictional high school. My creative partner Mitchell Cushman and I wrote an hour-long play per decade, 1920 to the present, plus a storyline that took place in 2020, which is when we imagined the school had been turned into condos we called "The Chalkboard Lofts."
What's unique about Brantwood it that the whole building is activated at any moment. The fifteen hours of material unfolds simultaneously, and the audience is given a lot of autonomy because they're constantly having to make choices about who they follow, and how they fill in the pieces of each narrative. Often what made them choose a different path was being lured by sounds, and especially the music. When you hear music playing somewhere, or you hear a group singing, usually that is more powerful than just voices speaking.
What was the process for creating the music in Brantwood?
When working on Brantwood, we storyboarded for four or five months before we presented the composers with anything. Minute by minute, we knew each character's track and how long a scene was, so we were able to tell the composers everything they needed to know about the characters, and what was happening in the storyline. We would then present them a pitch for a song. We might say "I think this scene would work as a song-you have four minutes," or "this is a four-minute scene, here's the writing before it, and then there will be two minutes for the song, and then an out." Sometimes, we realized the song was way more exciting than anything we wrote, or were intending on writing, so the song became the whole scene. Or sometimes, we had to go back to the composer to make cuts because in order for these characters to go off on the next part of their journey, we needed another minute at the end of the scene to establish something in dialogue. So, it was a constant collaboration with the composers to get the timing to work out. But they knew the characters, they knew what the song had to accomplish in terms of building on story and relationship, and they knew the decade, in terms of musical style. After that, it was their own invention. everything. We had to be so specific with our storyboard before anyone began writing. We wrote about fifteen hours of material, two of which were music. There are forty songs, I think, which is a ton for any musical, but when you look at it in the context of the larger piece, it makes up only two hours of fifteen. The rest was scripted material with some room for improvisations by the actors, including some one-on-one encounters between a character and a single audience member. Those were always moving the story forward, but with room to improvise within whatever happened in the moment. Sometimes that improv would happen in song as well.
For instance, in our 1980s storyline, an undercover cop is investigating the lacrosse team, and pretending to be a student. She uses a love song to lure this boy, who ends up spying for her. We were looking for something for a character in a totally different decade to do in a one-on-one encounter, and we gave him that song. He used it in his one-on-one to serenade an audience member, and interpreted it a cappella. You wouldn't know the song was repeated, unless you happened to experience the oneon-one and also follow the other 1980s storyline. Otherwise it was just like, oh, some nerd's serenading me. It was like a little Easter egg.
It's diegetic in that he, and the audience, are aware that he is singing. There is no pretense that's he's not. He's just taking you into a classroom saying, "I wrote this song for you," and then he's singing it to you.
There were other storylines in Brantwood where we played with that. There was a 1950s boyband, who would rehearse and perform their songs in "real-time." In our 2006 storyline, some students discover a diary linked to the 1920s storyline about a teacher murdering a student, and they end up turning it into a school musical. That storyline involves them rehearsing and performing it, so again, they are actually singing in the context of the scene.
But the majority of the songs, I think, were very much in the style of traditional musical theatre where you were a fly on the wall watching things unfold, and in the middle of a scene we would transition from speech into song, non-diegetically, as a different way of expressing ourselves. In those situations, the music wasn't delivered live, or from someone playing live. It was canned music that had been prerecorded with an orchestra or was digitally mastered and was coming through speakers.
It strikes me that there might be a tension, a collision even, between the realistic space of a site-specific or immersive work, and the heightened delivery of musical theatre, especially in those moments where the singing and music are non-diegetic.
I love what you just said about the collision of a realistic space and a heightened delivery, or a non-realistic way of delivery. I think that's a real challenge when you think about taking musicals outside of a traditional setting. When you're that close to somebody, suddenly those theatrics can feel really inauthentic and cheesy. That was something that we talked a lot about with the Sheridan students because they had been used to performing on big proscenium stages. It's a different skill, not unlike film and TV acting, when the audience is like the camera, positioned just a breath away from you. It's almost more difficult for trained performers to find ways to connect to the material, and make it authentic and intimate, rather than performative. Playing for the size of the room is a really big consideration, or the size of the car, or wherever you happen to be performing. Right. Vanessa Sears sang it. We called it our Billie Holiday ballad.
Can you talk a bit about "Loretta

What was the context of that song?
Everyone in the audience started on the front lawn. We had set up a premise that the characters were the ghosts of the school's past. They acted like guides, taking people in small groups into the school via the eleven different entrances. Vanessa's character, Loretta, walks with her group around to the back of the school, and she feels kind of humiliated to do this. In her storyline, it's 1946, and Loretta is the only black student at Brantwood. She has been asked by the principal to use the back door. She takes the group through the school, and about twenty-five minutes into her story, Immersed in Musicals | FEATURES at the point right before this song, she has come back to her locker and it has been graffiti-ed with racial slurs.
She begins to furiously scrub it away, and the scrubbing and her frustration is what starts the song. She sings it in the entire hallway. On a stage, it would be this beautiful Audra McDonald moment in a spotlight; we would see her hurt turn to rage and anger and then determination to force change. But Vanessa sang it running-well not running-but moving up and down the length of the hallway. The audience ended up naturally lining up against one wall, then there would be a rush
The lacrosse team from the 1980s storyline in Brantwood: 1920 Brantwood: -2020 . Photo courtesy of Sheridan College of people as she would move to one end, and then she would move back and we would follow her. The sound also lured more people to that hallway, so by the end of the song she had a huge crowd. The physical blocking of it represented the emotional journey of her anger, her confusion, all of that. The audience ended up, in the following of her, kind of mirroring that. She made us work. In a way, she made us physically embody and feel what she was feeling.
I think it was really powerful. I am always moved by it. It's just a powerful piece of music, and the fact that you are a breath away from her, you could reach out and touch her, and hug her if you wanted to…. I think the empathy level is increased because you are so close to her. "Loretta's Lament" is a big, emotional, showstopping belt song, and Vanessa did not hold back in the performance. Was there a tension between the theatricality of her performance, and the proximity of the audience? I mean, we weren't in a tiny classroom or a closet, we were still in a pretty big hallway. Maybe she measured it a little bit, but I don't think it actually changed her delivery. Her delivery of the song really followed its function. That's a big question, I guess. How does the form the song takes follow its function in the story? I also feel this way about the scenes in my work.
The function of that song was to empower the character, to have her start from a place of feeling sadness, defeat, wanting to leave this school and never come back, and then move to rage and then power. The song is very quiet, very internal when she starts. 
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She is finding her volume and her power as she sings it. Because the function of the song is for her to find her voice, that means actually getting louder.
It seems like the convention of someone suddenly breaking into song worked pretty well in that example, but I would imagine, overall, it's a tricky sort of thing to manage when you take a musical out of a traditional theatre space and into a sitespecific or immersive context.
Yeah, I guess the challenge is using that convention. What kind of environment and what rules do we create so that an audience can suspend their disbelief when someone breaks into song? It's so easy to check out if you don't buy it or find it irritating.
So, you have to ask, why music? Is it a song that comes on the radio that maybe gets the character singing along with it? How is it delivered? Is it justified, and is it helping people to suspend their disbelief and give way to the convention? Not only that, but how do you technically deliver it? Where is the music coming from? Is it through a speaker, or do I turn on my iPod? Do I turn something on the TV? Am I talking on the phone to someone, and then I start communicating my end of the conversation in song? Do I buy that these people are singing in this moment? Who am I singing to if no one else is there in the room? And of course, they aren't all solo scenes, so if someone else is there, why are they singing to each other? The environment is so naturalistic, so realistic, and singing is the opposite of that. Singing is heightened, so why are they pretending that they are not singing, unless of course that's the style.
It's such a different experience if I'm watching a character on a stage sit on their bed and sing a ballad because she's upset about something, versus if I'm in her bedroom with her and just a breath away. That could be very powerful and intimate. The performer is doing this amazing thing-singing. To people without that skill, it really does feel like magic, especially that close, with no microphone. You can see, feel how it all works. Because you can't fake singing…. I think being so close is really quite powerful.
Again, it's form following function. If the function of a scene is for a character to reveal a secret, then maybe the song, as the form, is really the most compelling and emotionally riveting way Nevada Banks and members of the cast of Brantwood: 1920 -2020 for that to happen. Sometimes a song has the ability to ping your heart more than a well-written monologue. A song has to be a lot more economical with its words than a monologue or a soliloquy. That economy, that need for brevity, is a really healthy challenge in musical theatre that could land you with something exciting, especially when set outside of a traditional theatre environment. I think there's so many possibilities.
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